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The Educating of an
Accountant in Germany
By Lucille E. Lammers, Ph.D., CPA
Claudia Demming
“Elementary and Secondary” School System in Germany
Kindergarten (preschool) experience is optional for German children
just as it is in the United States (U.S.). However, at the age of six or seven
a German child leaves the playful years for attendance at a school. The
school which the child will attend for four years is known as Grundschule
(Table 1).
The first four years of school differ from the all-day school schedule in
the U.S. German students attend their first year of class two to three
hours a day; the second year finds an increase in time generally to four or
five hours a day. No grades are given, but the teachers observe the
students and record comments which are later summarized on report
cards that are sent to the parents. These comments report on students’
strengths and weaknesses, and provide an overall picture of students’
performances. The students do receive grades beginning in the third
grade.
Class time in the third and fourth years averages five hours a day. The
amount of homework is considerable, and the German student spends
much time preparing for the following day’s school. The subjects covered
are very basic during these early years - reading, writing, mathematics,
geography, and physical education.
By the fifth year of school, the hours spent in class are generally five
and one-half. The fifth year of school requires a choice of Hauptschule or
Gymnasium (Table 1). Otherwise, the fifth and sixth years are orientation
As the world grows “smaller” due to
the increasing exchange between coun
tries, it is important to become more
aware of the various country differences
in order to better understand the people
with whom we deal. Some of the differ
ences are evident in education systems
and career paths. With emphasis on the
success of multinational business, an
exploration of the education and career
path of those who prepare the financial
statements should be of value.
This paper summarizes the German
accountant’s path through the school
system in the early years of life, the
university system, and then the career in
accounting. The system described is that
within which one of the authors was
raised. The United States school system
has many similarities across the nation,
but various requirements differ to some
degree. This is true of the German school
system, also.
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Table 1
School System in Germany
Types of Schools
Year in
School

13
12

HAUPTSCHULE
Optional Year

Types of Schools
REALSCHULE

11

10
9
8

7
6

5
4

Route for
least skilled
student

Result
apprenticeship,
skilled worker

Higher academic
standards. Leads to
higher level positions
Orientation:
Pre-Realschule

GYMNASIUM
Graduates may enroll
in classical University

May take lesser
degree after 10th year
Brightest students
attracted to this route

Choose route: Hauptschule, Realschule, Gymnasium

3
2

1

GRUNDSCHULE: 4 years
Age 6 or 7 years

The education in the
classical type
is of a more theoretical
nature than that of the
modern type which is a
combination of
practical and theoretical.
years in which the student may
prepare for Realschule. Changes
from the various school systems are
possible although difficult. In most
cases, additional work is entailed. For
instance, a student in Realschule
could change to the Gymnasium by
repeating the tenth year in Gymna
sium (a few who are very bright enter
the eleventh year) and continuing
through the thirteenth year.
In either of the school types, the
study of English is mandatory, and
the students are fairly proficient in
reading in English by the time they
leave the system. Conversation skills,
however, are more varied. Older
people are not as likely to have the
knowledge of English as those who
are college age and younger.

Hauptschule
During the twelve years of manda
tory education in Germany, the
student has several different options
available. The first consideration
might be Hauptschule (Table 1)
where the formal schooling com
mences at the fifth grade level and
ceases at the tenth grade, although
one more optional year is possible.
The students with the least academic
skills tend to choose this route.
Completion of the program provides
a skilled worker with an apprentice
ship program, which completes the
obligatory twelve years of school.
Realschule
A selection of Realschule involves
six years of school; the first two are
considered orientation (preparation
for Realschule). The students then
enter Realschule at the seventh year
and continue through the tenth year.
Most of these students do an appren
ticeship after school before seeking a
job. They may attend classes during
the apprenticeship period, but are not

obligated to do so. Those who attend
classes during the apprenticeship are
better qualified.
Realschule is an intermediate
program between the Hauptschule
program and the senior school
program, Gymnasium. The students
who attend find a higher academic
demand on their abilities than those
in Hauptschule. They obtain a
certificate at the end of the tenth
school year which qualifies them for
Fachschule, a technical school.
Graduates from the Realschule route
will be considered for positions at a
higher level than those who pursue
the Hauptschule route.

Gymnasium
Brighter students are attracted to
this route of schooling which begins
in their fifth year and continues
through the thirteenth year. In other
words, Gymnasium can encompass
nine years of school although the

student may elect to leave the system
with a lesser degree after the tenth
year. The latter years in Gymnasium
allow the students to take various
subjects which often do not require
examinations.
The University System Business Emphasis
There are two routes to the
university life - the classical type
(universitat) or the modern type
(universitat - Gesamthohschule).
Only the students who graduate from
the Gymnasium may enter the
classical type of university education
which is considered the “real”
university system. The education in
the classical type is of a more theo
retical nature than that of the modern
type which is a combination of
practical and theoretical. Entrance in
the classical university may be
gained only with a certificate from
the prestigious Gymnasium. Those

Table 2
University System
(Especially Business)

TITLE - H II
“Diplom Kauffrau/-man”
Diploma, Businesswoman/man

1
•
Year
•
•
TITLE-H 1
•
“Betribswist(in) ”
•
(Businessman/woman)

• Paper
• Written Exams
(May
split exams, Fall, Spring)
2
Years • 1 major
• 1 minor
• General Economics
• General Business Admin.

Oral exam - Spring
Written exam - Spring
Oral Exam - Fall
Written Exam - Fall
In-Depth Paper

• Total five requirements for the
final exam

•
•
•
•

1 major
2 minors
General Economics
General Business Admin.

Requirements necessary end of 2 years:

2
Years

BASIC
4
SEMESTERS

1. Mathematics level 1 & 2
2. Statistics level 1 & 2
3. Business English (In Paderborn)
4. Law
5. Economics (Micro 1 & 2, Macro 1 & 2,
Political Economy 1)
6. Business Adm. (Marketing, Personnel
Mgmt., Accounting, Finance ...)
7. Orientation Class
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who graduate from a technical school
(Fachschule) may elect to continue
in the modern type of university
education.
The German classical university
system described herein is the
system for business students (Table
2). Basically there are four or five
years of work toward the diploma. A
number of students interrupt their
study in Germany to study abroad for
one or two semesters. In addition,
most of the young men are required
to spend eighteen months in the
German military service. Completion
of the five-year university route may
occur when a student is twenty-five
or older. And for accountants, the
comparable designation as Certified
Public Accountant is still a number of
years in the future.
At the University of Paderborn,
where one of the authors is complet
ing her studies, by the end of the first
two years basic requirements in
math, statistics, business English,
economics, basic marketing, person
nel management, accounting,
finance, and an orientation class must
be completed. This is very similar to
other German universities although
the major exception may be the
requirement of business English in
the Paderborn curriculum.
Paderborn is one of the newer
universities and both the modern and
classical university types are avail
able on this campus.
In the first couple of semesters,
some of the students do very little.
There is no obligation to attend
classes, and no homework is as
signed. In fact, a student in class may
leave the room anytime he/she
desires. The final exam in a subject is
very similar from year to year, and
copies of prior exams are available.
The length of the final exam depends
on the level of the class - i.e., 2 hours
for Math, 4 hours for Economics.
One disadvantage of this system is
the waste of time by those who are
not self-motivated. On the other
hand, the most mature and serious
students are provided the freedom to
explore their chosen field through
library work and learn an important
lesson in responsibility.
When the basic requirements are
completed for the first two years, the
student has two or three more years
of formal study. Those who choose to
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The most mature and
serious students are
provided the freedom to
explore their chosen field
through library work and
learn an important lesson
in responsibility.

receive a degree after two additional
years select one major, one minor,
courses in general economics and
general business administration. The
students who desire the higher
degree (which adds another year of
study) must include a second minor.
The upper-level classes require a
paper by the students, and major
topics are covered in seminars.
Attendance at class is optional, and
no home assignments are required. If
the discussions are good in class and
the students seem to understand the
material, the professor might choose
to skip the exam. However, the
German student must complete a
major paper as well as written and
oral examinations to receive a
degree. And thus, the student must
be prepared for the final exams that
determine success or failure.
The United States’ system does
provide for guidance through home
assignments, but the German system
provides for student responsibility in
as much as completion of school may
only be achieved if the student has
sufficient knowledge to complete the
major paper examinations. The paper
is similar to a master’s thesis in the
U.S., and the exams are similar to
comprehensives. The written exams
consist of three written essays in a
four to six hour period for each. The
oral exam is completed under a
committee of three or four professors
in a thirty to sixty minute session.
The student does not know the topics
that will be covered. Many fail the
exams and then have only one more
opportunity to pass.
At the end of the required study
for the second two years and the
successful completion of the paper
and examinations, the student can
elect to take the title, H I
“Betribswist(in)” (Businessman/

woman) or study for another year,
complete another minor, an in-depth
paper, written and oral examinations
and receive the title, H II “Diplom
Kauffrau-man ” (Diploma Businesswoman/man). The final exams for
graduation with a title H II “Diplom
Kauffrau/-man” are divided into two
parts with one part finished in the fall
and the other in the spring semester.
The Accounting “Major”
An aspiring accountant would
select the major, BiFiSt (Bilanzen,
Finanzen, Steuern) which translates
into annual reports, finance, taxation.
Twelve to thirteen seminar themes
(such as consolidated statements,
accounting principles, taxation
theory, finance, etc.) are available for
the students. There are no prerequi
sites for the seminars. However, the
students must complete all of the
seminars and successfully pass the
one final exam at the end of each
class which determines the grade.
Thus, the serious students will
choose the seminars with care, and
this provides voluntary limitations to
the seminar enrollment procedures.

Only the students who
graduate from the
Gymnasium may
enter the classical
type of university education
which is considered the
“real” university system.

The accounting majors’ papers
often take the form of a review of
accounting in a foreign country such
as England or the United States.
Sometimes these papers are written
in English. The U.S. author reviewed
a few of these papers and found a
good knowledge of the English
written language and U.S. accounting
practices. The German author has
just completed her paper on the U.S.
balance sheet. She spent a semester
studying in the U.S. and developing
the paper through countless hours of
reviewing U.S. periodicals and books
on the subject. The paper was written
upon her return to Germany.

Table 3
Career After University

MAJOR: BiFiSt - Bilanzen, Finanzen, Steuern
(annual reports, finance, taxation)
GOAL: Tax Consultant
1. Application
2. Work in your job for 2 or 3 years
3. Additional examinations (expensive)
Title “Steuerberater”
(Tax Consultant)
4. With this license you can open your own office as a tax consultant.
GOAL: Accountant
1. Work as a “Steuerberater” for at least 5 years - after this you can earn the
title “Wirtschaftspruefer” (German certified public accountant).
a. Examination required
(Cost approximately 10,000 DM)
b. Number achieving this title less than 200 per year

OTHER GOALS:
• Teacher (Assistant to Professor 4-5 years, dissertation; doctoral degree)
• Reporter for the business part in a newspaper or a specific journal
• Business consultant
• Etcetera

A discrepancy in the United States
and German approach to the teach
ing of accounting is very obvious. In
Germany, there are no homework
assignments. The theory of account
ing is taught in lecture sessions,
which the students may attend if they
so desire. The practical work is
covered during their years in busi
ness after the degree has been
achieved. These seminars meet once
a week for three hours. As an
example, Professor Dr. Horst Grafer
of Paderborn University, Paderborn,
West Germany, does provide a
booklet with questions and problems,
but the students are not obligated to
complete the problems or answer the
questions. Most German professors
do not provide such aids to the
students.
At the fourth year of study the
classes resemble the seminars of
graduate students in the U.S. Major
papers and oral exams are required
before the degree is awarded. In fact,
the University of Illinois categorizes
the German students at this level
who are visiting on the Illinois

campus as graduate students. This
categorization is not used in Ger
many.

Accounting Career After
Graduation
If the career goal is to be a teacher,
the graduate works as an assistant to
a professor for four or five years and
must complete a dissertation. Then,
the teacher-candidate waits for an
opening for the final assignment as a
professor. The title, professor doctor,
is respected in Germany.
Possible careers in accounting
include that of tax consultant,
accountant (public), teacher, busi
ness reporter, business consultant,
etc. (Table 3). For those who wish to
become a tax consultant, the first
step is to apply for a position to work
in a firm as a tax accountant. An
apprenticeship of two to three years
is deemed appropriate before
additional examinations are taken to
earn the title “Steuerberater” (tax
consultant). These examinations are
very expensive, but with the license
gained through successful comple

tion comes the opportunity to open
an office as a tax consultant. There
are over 30,000 licensed consultants
(Holzer et al, 1984, p. 342) according
to Wolfgang Luck.
The tax consultant still does not
have the equivalent of our profes
sional designation of CPA, but must
work as a “Steuerberater” for at least
five years after which time he/she
can earn the title
“Wirtschaftspruefer” (business
checker, auditor) and is allowed to
audit annual reports of middle sized
and large sized business firms. At
this stage the accountant is approxi
mately thirty-five years of age. The
accountant earning this professional
title is at a considerably higher level
than the new CPA in the U.S. Con
tinuing education is organized
through the Chamber of
Wirtschaftspruefers - the AICPA of
Germany (Holzer et al, 1984, p. 338).

A discrepancy in the
United States and
German approach to the
teaching of accounting
is very obvious.
In Germany, there are no
homework assignments.
The theory of accounting
is taught in lecture
sessions, which the
students may attend
if they so desire.

There were 3,955 Wirtschafts
pruefers (WPs) in Germany in Jan
uary 1981 (Holzer et al, 1984, pp.
337). In 1988 Dykxhoorn and Sinning
cited a paper by Wolfgang Luck
(1987) which mentioned the present
number of WPs as 5,000. H. Peter
Holzer at the Center for International
Accounting, University of Illinois,
verbally confirmed (February 1990)
that the rules for obtaining the WP
certificate have been temporarily
relaxed resulting in an increase in
WPs. This change is due to new
regulations requiring audits of
additional companies. The total
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population of West Germany in 1981
was approximately 61,000,000.
Between 1976 and 1986, the
American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants’ (AICPA) membership
doubled to more than 240,000
members (Cook, 1987, p. 55). By July
31, 1987, the national membership
was 254,921 (AICPA, 1987, p. 19).
The population in the United States
by census in 1980 was 226,546,000.
The comparison of memberships in
the two professional organizations is
interesting. However, the differences
in auditing regulations, professional
requirements, and membership rules
of the two bodies are numerous and
make any direct comparison mean
ingless.

The education and
career paths of German
accountants are
different from that of
accountants in the
United States.
The German students
are required to study
English in the early years
of school and become quite
proficient in the reading
of English.
Summary
The education and career paths of
German accountants are different
from that of accountants in the
United States. The German students
are required to study English in the
early years of school and become
quite proficient in the reading of
English. There are three major
routes of schooling with the brightest
students who desire a classical
university education entering the
system known as Gymnasium. Thus,
the competition should be at a higher
level than that in the U.S. where all
students progress through high
school. Of course, in the U.S. there
are some honors classes possible
which provide similar or better
competition.
German students desiring an
accounting career generally select
the classical university route. In this
24/The Woman CPA, Spring 1991

type of university, the main emphasis
is on theory, not procedure. There
are no homework assignments, and
successful completion of the courses
is by one final two-four hour exam.
After two years, the courses re
semble U.S. graduate work- seminars
with papers required. And, gradu
ation requires a major paper, and
written and oral exams of apparently
somewhat greater difficulty than the
U.S. master’s.
The U.S. author believes there are
advantages and disadvantages to this
system of schooling. The lack of
assignments can cause a waste of
time by some students and possibly
poor study habits after the first two
years at the university. The failure
rate on the first round of exams
leading to a degree is very high. On
the other hand, the students are
more mature than U.S. students and
can utilize the freedom to do a more
in-depth study for the seminars. In
addition, this should provoke a more
responsible attitude by the individu
als which should be noticeable when
they begin work as accountants at
approximately twenty-five years of
age. Yet, most of the German stu
dents feel that the length of school
time is excessive, and the U.S. author
does agree.
After a semester’s work in the U.S.,
the German author commented that
doing problems as homework
assignments was good, but preferred
the German system where the
students were not led by the profes
sors. Other German students study
ing in the U.S. referred to wasteful
“busy work” in general courses
although they mentioned the tremen
dous amount of work expected of the
U.S. students. One even observed
that Americans in general worked at
too fast a pace. A number of the
students were astounded at the help
available from the university profes
sors. Most of the professors in
Germany give a lecture and have few
office hours for the benefit of stu
dents.
Upon graduation the aspiring
accountants learn practical account
ing procedures during an apprentice
ship period. They are approximately
twenty-five years old upon graduation
and have the equivalent of a U.S.
master’s degree. They will be about
thirty-five before they obtain the title
of Wirtschaftsprufer which is similar

to the U.S. Certified Public Account
ant. Relatively speaking, the number
of titled accountants in Germany is
considerably less than in the U.S.
With the world becoming
“smaller”, understanding the differ
ences in education and career paths
of those who prepare and audit
financial statements in foreign
countries is of interest and should
provide respect for colleagues in
Germany. In addition, with the
approaching change in the U.S.
accountant’s education process, a
closer look at systems in other
countries may help to eliminate
future problems.
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